
IN a recent article about the 
work  of Peter Eisenman 
published to coincide wit_h 
his exhibition at the Archi
tectural Association in Lon
don, the comment was made 
that the wor ks of three 
contemporary thinkers are 
indispensable to any archi
tectural practice today. 
· There was, of course, little 
discussion of the different 
implications of each. However, 
the pessimistic concern of Jean 
Baudrillard with cultural "im
plosion", spectacle and simula
cra; the interest of Jacques 
Derrida in deconstruction, 
collage and contamination; an_d
the concern of Jean-Francois 
Lyotard with "legitimation" 
and new technology, were 
somehow taken together as 
indicators of our present condi
tion (a situation described by 
Lyotard, as by many others, as 
the postmodern condition -
also the title of his influential 
book). 

Despite their differences, 
what can be said to link them 
together is a concern with 
language. It is no wonder that 
Eisenman, in considering the 
implications of their views, 
should declare that the term 
architect should be transformed 
into architext. 

Originally to be called "New 
materials and creativity", the 
exhibition "Les immateriaux" 
- the "immaterial�" - organ
ised by Lyotard at the Centre 
Pompidou, attempts to charac
terise an aspect of our contem
porary situation associated with 
the new technological revolu
tion a complex cultural mo
men't where "mari's anxiety is 
that he is losing his identity as a 
human being". 

Many reasons are put forward 
for this fragmentation and 
resultant "crisis of legitima
tion", but it can be said that we 
live among the ruins of the 
modern present. Coricetved ofin 
itself as a work of art, with this 
exhibition Lyotard attempts lo 
intensify the interrogation and 
at the same time dramatise the 
sense of uncertainty of the times. 
If the modernist aesthetic can be 
linked to the conception of a 
unique self and private identity, 
the fragmentation and weaken
ing in the immediate appreh�n
sion of an identity for man give 
rise to a "melancholy" and this 
exhibition attempts to aggra
vate the visitor's anxiety about 
the postmodern condition. 

"In the tradition of modernity 
mankind's relation with 'mat
erials' is fixed by lhe Cartesian 
programme of mastering and 
possessing nature. A free _will 
imposes its own a1 ms upon given 
elements by diverting them from 
their natural course. These aims 
are determined by the means of 
the language which enables the 
will to articulate what is possible 
(a project) and to impose it upon 
what is real (matter)." 

CiLORIOUS 
FAILURE 

This modern era was depen
dent on the notion of progress in 
knowledge, in the arts and 
technology and in human free
dom, "all of which was thought 
of as leading to a society 
emancipated of poverty, despo
tism and ignorance. But all ofus 
can see that development con
tinues to take place without 
leading to these dreams of 
emancipation". 

Lyotard suggests that the 
concept of "material" is the 
complement of a subject that 
masters it in order to attain its 
own particular ends. However, 
on closer inspection at a struc
tural level, "there's no such 
thing as matter, and the only 
thing that exists is energy; we no 
longer have any such things as 
materials" and the concept of a 
stable substance disappears in 
favour of an "unstable ensemble 
of interactions" and·"the model 
of language replaces that of 
matter". 

Thus the "immaterials" gen
erated in compu!er techno
sciences, and techniques which 
share their approach, interferes 
with the identity of "man" 
understood as mind and will, or 
as consciousness and liberty -
the word "human" designates 
"an ancient domain of know
ledge and of intervention which 
techno-sciences now cut across 
and parcel out" and concepts 
such as "experience, memory, 
work, autonomy (or liberty) 
even 'creation' and, more gen
erally, the radical difference 
from all that is not man" are 
weakened and the idea of 
"general interaction" is streng
thened. 

Utilising the basic presup
position of the theories of 
communication - every object 
is a message - then leads to 
five poles: from where; to where; 
how; by means of what; and 
concerning what. This allows the 
whole top floor of the Centre 
Pompidou to be divided up into 
"sites". Using a system of grey 
metal webbing from floor to 
ceiling which radiates out from 
the entrance space in five routes, 
but also allows for the visitor to 
wander in any direction, the 
installation attempts to use an 
appropriate fluid and immate
rial presentational structure. 

On entering the exhibition the 
visitor is handed headphones 
which pick up broadcasts from 
each of the "sites" as you move 
through them. These broadcasts 
range from texts by Beckett, 
Artaud, Zola, Barthes and 
Baudrillard, to music and other 
various avant-garde sound 
effects. The "sites" have titles 
which range from "The site of 
the unrepresentable" to"thesite 
of the labyrinth of language". 

Thus the lat�st in computer
based technology is displayed 
and is overlayed with, and 
"legitimised" by, various artis
tic and literary texts, giving the 
overall impression of a cross 
between a trade display of new 
technology (one suspects quite 
limited both "politically" and 
"commercially", however) and 
a "literary" lightshow. 

In its very selective inclusion 
of artists, Moholy Nagy, Takis, 
Malevitch, Giacomo Balla, 
Robert and Sonia Delaunay, 
and even more limited selection 
of architects, including Peter 
Eisenman, Zaha Hadid, Rem 
Koolhaas and Piet Zwart, the 
overriding impression is of a 
pedigree that would seem to 
admit, perhaps unintentionally, 
that the role of the avant-garde 
has been usurped and taken over 
by the mass media (and its 
attendant "displacing" new 
technologies). 

For many, however, compu
ters are a part of daily life. For 
them the concept of interaction 
within the exhibition must have 
seemed limited. Far from 
dramatising "our" sense of 
loss, then, the lack of presence 
associated with computer tech
nology merely leads to a sense of 
novelty, boredom and finally 
frustration ( particularlv as all 
the texts are in French, missing 
the opportunity of commenting 
on the "universal" ambitions 
and international language of 
such technology). As with the 
work of Eisenman himself, this 
exhibition would appear to 
suffer from a neo-modern 
obsession with "form" - both 
Eisenman's and Lyotard's con
cern with language reveals too 
much "good faith". 

With mass media continuing 
to fragment our cherished 
legitimising "master narra-
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tives" in a way that presents I he 
traditional artistic avant-garde 
in a reassuring light, m:iny 
artists (and architects) have 
turned to issues of content, 
narrative, allegory, symbolism 
and the persistence of myth in 
contemporary society; some 
surely asan impossible nostalgia 
for lost "origins", but others as a 
critique of representation and 
legitimation. 

There is no doubt, even so, 
that in many ways this exhibi
tion in its philosophical attempt 
to present the unpresentable site 
of ruined intentions can be seen 
as a "glorious failure". Perhaps 
the real melancholy, however, 
was reflected in the exclusion of 
any signs of "bad language", of 
scratch videos, Hip Hop and 
Electro mega-mix, that is, of 
uses of "immaterials" as incor
rectly as artists misuse "mat
erials", to express both the 
melancholy and optimism of 
our (post) modern present and 
which would allow us to change 
the term from architext to 
anarchytext. 

"Les immateriaux" continues at the 
Centre Georges Pompidou until July 
tS. 
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